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Throughout its history, political and social stability in Lebanon has been tenuous. Ever since declaring 
independence from the French in 1946, the Lebanese have struggled to define a national identity. The divergence in 
identity and political allegiance – among other factors – led to a fifteen-year war that began in 1975. Since the 
official end of the war in 1990, the Lebanese people have looked to each elected government to re-develop the 
nation. The post-war governments have focused on economic development and urban reconstruction, but have 
neglected the dire need for reconciliation.  
Post-war public policy has consistently avoided revisiting the sectarian issues that led to the conflict. Makdisi 
(2006) observes that the government’s strategy was to simply brush the past under the rug. In lieu of engaging the 
society in a formal dialogue on issues of identity and healing, the effort to move forward took a physical dimension: 
it manifested itself in large-scale construction projects, including a rebuilding of the capital city, Beirut. 
Construction is considered a symbolic attempt to clean up the remnants of the war and thereby separate post-war 
Lebanon from its history of sectarian violence (Nagel, 2000).   
The trend toward suppressing schisms and downplaying sectarian divisions in Lebanese society transcends the 
political sphere. In the business world, television advertising has also constructed a solution to the challenge of a 
diverse and fragmented consumer base. In advertising, the viewer sees a representation of the “Lebanese identity.”  
Examining data from television commercials following the 2006 war and 2005 assassination of former Prime 
Minister Rafiq Hariri, this investigation examines how identity is represented following times of particular political 
turmoil. The analysis concludes that advertisements seek to reflect a Lebanese identity that is agnostic of religion, 
politics, or geographic region. This unified vision of identity is accomplished by presenting characters and vignettes 
that are largely neutral. From a cultural standpoint, one may deduce a person’s religious sect based on this person’s 
first name (Georges versus Hussein, for instance), last name, or even area of residence can reveal one’s religious 
affiliation. Accordingly, a person can easily be labeled as espousing a political agenda according to such religious 
labels. As such, this study investigates how commercial advertisements imagine the Lebanese individual by offering 
a neutral character and a safe environment with which the viewer and consumer could identify. More specifically, 
through the mix of cultural nuances that they present in their messages, this study will argue that advertisements 
offer product consumption as a means for defining identity and as a tool for self-assertion. 
 
Literature Review 
Scholars vigorously debate and analyze the relationship between the act of purchasing and accumulating objects 
such as clothing and decorative items and the role and purpose of consumption in the social order. Friedman (1990) 
describes consumption as “a negotiation between self-definition and the array of possibilities offered by the 
capitalist market” (p. 314). Such products are resources that allow an individual to “think of one’s own body, the 
unstable social order, and uncertain interaction with others” (Canclini, 2001, p. 42). Canclini (2001) argues that 
consumers use products to place themselves on a wide spectrum of identities. Products, thus, become crucial to the 
process of constructing one’s identity.  
Analysis of consumption in postcolonial settings is particularly nuanced. Postcolonial subjects respond to their 
sense of imperfection and marginality by fixating on external appearances and paraphernalia. Media scholars (Al-
Azmeh, 1993; Ashcroft, 2001; Featherstone, 2001; Hall, 1997; Kraidy, 2001; Said, 1978) have found a relationship 
between the cultural products Arabs consume and their adoption of values. These adopted values become 
benchmarks by which individuals construct and negotiate their identities. A common argument throughout the 
scholarly work is that there is an engrained awareness of Self and Other in constructing a postcolonial identity. The 
notions of superior, civilized, and modern are associated with the West; whereas, the colonized world has 
consistently seen itself within a backward, unrefined, and traditional image (Said, 1979). Imagining one’s identity 
required a performance that could shed the burden of colonization; a pretense of self that levels the colonized Other 
with the colonizer (Bhabha, 1994).  
Within the tension created between the national and the non-national, the cosmopolitan postcolonial citizen 
carves out an individual identity within the collective identity. It is a process of claiming exclusivity for oneself by 
being different from and more progressive than the common local folk. The obsession over spending and 
accumulation becomes a space through which identity transpires.  
One is able to imagine a community beyond one’s surroundings by adopting values and behaviors not necessarily 
exclusive to her environment. Hannerz (1996) describes incorporating foreign ideals, items, and conduct into the 
local culture as a characteristic of the ‘cosmopolitan’ identity. According to Hannerz (1996), the cosmopolitan 




individual is a person who has developed a readiness to take on foreign cultures. This is a state of mind that requires 
a certain cultural dexterity and ability to internalize aspects of the Other.  
To compensate for the sense of inferiority associated with being ‘a local,’ consumption serves to define one’s 
position in the social hierarchy: it is a token of membership to an exclusive global cosmopolitan community. This is 
where the advertising machine intervenes. Advertising presents images and forms of behaviors that serve as 
references for the aspiring cosmopolitan. The images associated with the advertised products create a currency of 
symbols and meanings; a currency that is inseparable from the products they advertise. Thus, understanding how 
television advertising works is crucial to better understanding how consumption is integral to imagining oneself as a 
cosmopolitan.  
O’Barr (1994) argues that advertising creates a space for “idealized images” of people by which the viewer can 
connect interactions and forms of behavior to particular positions in the social hierarchy (p. 3). Kemper (2001) 
offers an illustration based on his advertising practices and consumption habits in Sri Lanka. According to Kemper 
(2001), advertising is a site for the postcolonial citizen to imagine oneself beyond the boundaries of the nation. The 
consumption of the advertised product allows the consumer to be part of a global community.  Partaking in “virtual 
communities of consumption” relies heavily on media, whereby advertising shows a “deterritorialized world of 
commodities” that creates a connection and a sense of belonging to a larger community (Kemper, 2001, p. 2). 
Congruently, Straubhaar (2000; 2007) establishes that “cultural proximity” is a major factor that influences viewers’ 
choices. Cultural proximity becomes the space where audiences seek media products closest to their own culture 
when choosing what to watch on television. Straubhaar (2000; 2007) also asserts the importance of cultural capital 
in viewers’ preferences for culturally-proximate programs. He maintains that the higher the level of cultural capital, 
the more encompassing are the viewers’ choices in appreciating foreign products (Straubhaar, 2000). In this case, 
the regional markets do not constitute geographical territories but rather ones of same cultural and geo-linguistic 
properties (Sinclair et al., 1987). 
 The mere desire for participating in a community beyond the confines of one’s nation-state suggests a level 
of dissatisfaction with the traditional domestic lifestyle. It is in this space that advertising offers products to 
reconcile this displeasure. Leiss et al. (1986) advertising’s main cultural function is not to promote products; rather, 
it is to position consumption as the “exclusive means to achieve happiness and satisfaction” (Leiss et al., 1986, p. 
26-27). Leiss et al. (1986) that while advertising caters to a natural desire to satisfy needs, the process is artificial as 
it crafts needs for the sole purpose of selling commodities.  In the case of Lebanon and the state’s volatile social and 
political condition, the question relates to the role that advertisements play offering products as antidotes to conflict.  
 
Research Questions 
This study examines the advertising practices and commercial messages that construct the Lebanese identity 
following times of turmoil, in particular, following the 2005 Hariri assassination and 2006 war. It considers 
advertising as a space for negotiation where products create an ideal environment, assess problems (or social needs), 
and ascribe solutions to social issues for their community. This research analyzes the images, sounds, and the 
discourses that arise from television commercials (TVCs).  
 
RQ 1: In times of crisis in Lebanon, what trends and patterns emerge in how TVCs convey Lebanese identity?  
RQ 2: What strategies do TVCs employ to construct Lebanese identity? 
 
In this study, a close look at identity examines the environment in which individuals and products are situated—
The study examines the multi-layered texts created by the advertisement’s key messages and cultural indicators such 
as language choice (e.g., English, French, Arabic, etc.), music score, setting (e.g., location, décor, clothing, 
instruments, etc.) and human characters. The interest lies in the frequency of these indicators that commercials 
employ and associate with their products.  
 
Method 
This study relies on an extensive content analysis to explore the trends and practices by which TVCs utilize 
cultural indicators such as music, setting, language, and human characters. A survey of TVCs provides quantitative 
evidence of how advertising practices portray identity. Media researchers have used content analysis to understand 
how various genres of messages reflect social and cultural trends, values, and phenomena (Hansen et al., 1998). 
Krippendorff (1980) refers to content analysis as a research instrument that creates replicable and valid references 
from the data collected to the context in which these data appear. This technique is a quantitative approach that 
applies a systematic process to collect data from recorded media (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). Quantification of 
data gives the researcher an advantage by providing reliable statistical information helpful in the interpretation of the 
phenomena in question (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). Content analysis measures the cultural temperature with the 
purpose of gauging relevant cultural symbols in a society (Hansen et al., 1998).  




Variables: The questions this study seeks to answer pertain to the trend in which television advertising in 
Lebanon reveals cultural identity. It considers the frequency of how these messages appeal to the target consumer 
through the multimodal forms of representation.  
First, the study considered the settings in which TVCs situated products. The physical setting, location, and style 
play a significant role in determining the cultural feel of the ad. Second, it focused on language choice in voice-
overs, inter-character dialogue, music lyrics, pack-shots, and on-screen tag lines. Third, the study examined physical 
representation of identity. Identity can be manifested in casting actors with a certain skin tone, eye color, and hair 
color—in relation to the featured product(s). 
Sampling: Roger Wimmer and Joseph Dominick (1994) state that sample collection in content analysis must be 
selected according to explicit and consistent procedures. The process of collecting media messages for analysis must 
adhere to clear and specific rules. If the research were to be replicated by another researcher the study should 
generate the same outcome (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994).  
Data collection occurred in the summer of 2008 based on a convenience sample method. The time period for data 
collection took place in the wake of two major traumatic events in Lebanon: Hariri’s assassination in 2005 and the 
Israeli incursion in summer of 2006, the aftermath of which caused major strife and political conflict. 
Advertisements were recorded from seven different local broadcast television stations in Lebanon: National 
Broadcasting Network (NBN), Al-Manar Television, Future Television (FTV), the Lebanese Broadcasting 
Corporation (LBC), New TV (NTV), Orange TV (OTV), and Tele-Liban (TL). These channels are the semi-official 
mouthpieces for various political factions in Lebanon. Such diversity of channels will allow our study to explore a 
cross-section of commercial messages broadcast on Lebanese channels. 
There were practical considerations in choosing the time period during which the samples were collected. The 
main concern in data collection was how to obtain samples with least biases possible. The sampling plan targeted a 
period of four consecutive weeks when there were no national events, religious occasions, or holidays. All data were 
collected on weekdays except Fridays. Weekend programs would have most likely varied based on channel and 
program line-up. Some more conservative stations such as Al-Manar would not cater to night entertainment 
activities and leisure products. On the other hand, LBC, a liberal station that was once the mouth-piece for the 
Lebanese Forces, a group that supported Western ideologies, would provide their audiences with a more socially 
‘liberal’ content such as nightlife-related items and services. To maintain the integrity of the sample pool, broadcasts 
were recorded from each channel in increments of eight-hour time periods. For each channel, the first eight hours 
were recorded during daytime hours (8:00 am – 4:00 pm), and the second eight hours were recorded in the evening 
(4:00 pm – 12:00 am) the following week.  
Coding: For the purposes of this study, one unique television advertisement constitutes the unit of analysis. In 
total the number of samples collected was 175. Before proceeding with the analysis of data, it is imperative to create 
operational definitions that would consider which advertisements to consider for this study and which to discard 
(Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). The duration of the units selected vary between 15 to 60 seconds. Any message that 
exceeded this time limit was omitted from the data set and considered an infomercial.  
Among all these stations, LBC had the highest advertisement percentage at 38.3 percent of the total number of 
advertisements viewed (n=175) followed by FTV (21.1%), NBN(10.9%) while both TL and OTV had 10.3 percent 
of the total samples collected. Finally, Al-Manar (8.6%) and NTV (0.6%) had the lowest share of the 
advertisements. 
Wimmer and Dominick (1994) state that content analysis categories must be clear so that all categories are 
mutually exclusive and all inclusive. The categorization scheme must allow for each unit of analysis to be placed 
within one unique category (Wimmer & Dominick, 1994). A category system was developed, tested, and modified.  
In order to test for the inter-coder reliability and the efficiency of the predefined categories, a pilot study was 
carried out on two stages. The pretest relied on three trained coders for studying the samples recorded. The coders 
were selected on the basis of understanding the local culture and their ability to differentiate between Arabic, 
English, and French languages. Once the coders were selected and trained, the code-sheet and coding instructions 
underwent thorough examination. 
The first stage of the pilot study yielded reliability percentages that required adjustment and modification of 
definitions to develop clearer and unequivocal coding guidelines. The adjusted categories were then tested again 
significantly improving reliability rates. Given the results of the pretest, the category definitions were chosen on the 
basis of the variable definitions that yielded the highest percentages from both pretests. The final categorization 
scheme of variables and categories are the product of the two-stage pretest conducted.  
One aspect that displays cultural identity is the physical setting of the advertisement. The environment in which a 
product is set in a particular ad is a text in itself. It projects an image of ‘who uses this product.’ The setting included 
the inanimate objects that appear in the camera frame. In cinematic terms, it is the mise-en-scene; the location, the 
furniture, the objects, structural design, and the nature that surround the activity happening in the scene.  




There were a number of aspects considered in the setting category. A local/traditional setting is that which carries 
visual elements of items found in a typical Lebanese home (such as traditional kitchen containers, pantries, 
Lebanese fold-out sofas, etc.), domestic layout (high ceilings, Beirut balconies, Lebanese ‘home-salons,’ etc.), urban 
space (narrow congested streets, yellow buildings typical of the cities in Lebanon, laundry hanging from balconies, 
etc.) or outdoor environment (nature that is distinctly Lebanese such as Lebanese pine trees, cedar trees, rocky 
mountainous terrain, colorful fields reminiscent of the Bekaa valley, etc.). A neutral setting on the other hand, is any 
setting that is an artificial place that would not normally exist in real life. A neutral setting is a constructed space 
designed to give a culturally neutral or futuristic look. 
On the other hand, a cosmopolitan setting is any space that is urban and does not carry a Lebanese connection. In 
other words, a cosmopolitan space may be a kitchen, a living room, city block, etc., that is distinctly non-Arab and 
non-Lebanese. This category uses Hannerz’s (1996) concept of the “cosmopolitan” for defining a cosmopolitan 
setting. It is the space “where cultures mirror one another” (Hannerz, 1996, p. 104). Accordingly, our understanding 
of the cosmopolitan setting is that which does not particularly belong to a specific region or culture in the world, but 
yet, it is the progressive global space that is not weighed down by local cultural flavors. An exotic setting is a 
location that resembles a vacation spot such as a tropical island, a safari, or a ski resort. Finally, a non-Arabic 
folkloric location is a traditional space from foreign cultures that are far removed from an Arabic one. For example, 
a Native American setting with teepees and other tribal artifacts would be considered in the non-Arabic folklore 
category.  
The physical setting of an ad captures the visual component of the locations portrayed. However, advertisements 
utilize sound elements varying from music to the language of songs. Music plays an integral role in presenting 
identity. Among the music genre categories studied were Arabic, Arabic fusion/ Arabic pop, non-Arabic (Western) 
pop, and classical/opera. Any piece that distinctly featured quarter-note tunes, Arabic rhythm and Arabic 
instruments fell in the Arabic music category. Arabic fusion/Arabic pop the music would contain Arabic (Middle 
Eastern) rhythms and notes fused with traits of the Western genres listed above. 
Regarding the presentation of a particular product, the study defines the on-screen print by any copy that appears 
on screen (be it a logo, tag-line, or other form). The pack-shot, on the other hand, is an advertising term that refers to 
the label that is physically printed on the actual product. It is important to note that with products sold in Lebanon, it 
is common that labels are bi-lingual. Our concern focuses on the frequency of language preference when featuring 
an image of a product label. This image is the pack-shot that identifies the product to the consumer in visual terms. 
Aside from the linguistic character of communication, this project analyzed physical aspects of the human 
characters involved. These physical aspects were divided into three categories: skin tone, eye color, and hair color. 
For the purposes of this study, any person who appears exclusively in a commercial or for at least one third of the 
duration of the advertisement is defined as a main character. Because some of these ads may have contained more 
than one main character, second and third characters were coded separately. An advertisement falls under the 
category of “no main characters” if it contained four or more persons in the message. If more than one individual 
appeared in an ad, these individuals are considered “main characters” only if they have equal (or comparable) time 
intervals during which they are on screen. 
When coding for skin-tone, three categories were noted: white, tan, and dark. There is no study or census of the 
racial demographics of the Lebanese population published. Regardless, while advertising professionals contend that 
there can be no assumption over a particular characteristic representative of a Lebanese individual, advertising 
agencies use what is believed to be “stereotypically Lebanese” (S. Assaf, Intermarkets, personal communication, 
February 9, 2009; A. Hochar, Horizon/Draft , personal communication, February 18, 2009; K. Kuran, Leo-Burnett, 
personal communication, April 16, 2009, and O. Riachi, Saatchi & Saatchi, personal communication, February 14, 
2009). It would be a mistake to generalize or to conflate Lebanon with the rest of the continent where skin-tone 
patterns may be more predominant in one region than another. Regardless, our interest in such physical attributes 
lies particularly in the careful selection of individuals in these ads. Special attention was given to women wearing a 
hijab. Hijab is a form of veil or headscarf that traditional Muslim women wear to conceal their hair as a form of 
religious piousness and modesty. Wearing a hijab is a clear identifier of cultural and religious identity.  
 
Results 
Having operationalized the terms and definitions of the categories that account for the physical settings in the 
analyzed advertisements, the results of the analysis will be discussed as follows: setting, music genre, language, 
language and print copy, and physical traits. 
Setting: The data on setting reveal a propensity to place products in locations that are distinctly cosmopolitan. 
Taking into account the multiple physical settings and locations (n=212), which some of the advertisements may 
contain, 10 percent of the messages featured settings identified as Lebanese (Table 1). On the other hand, the study 
found that 61 percent of all the advertisements that included one or more settings had a cosmopolitan character.  




Music Genre: In the data set of 175 TVCs, 161 contained music. Curiously, these were more likely to contain 
elements of music foreign to the Lebanese norms of music (61.5% non-Arabic pop; 10% Arabic; 12.4% Arabic 
fusion/Arabic pop music; 12.4% classical/opera; 3.7% non-Arabic folkloric music) (Table 2).  The preference for 
non-Arabic music over other genres poses an important question that pertains to the rationale for steering away from 
traditional music. One speculation could be the connotation that music choice may carry in positioning a product. 
Associating a product with tradition and folklore – regardless of the origin of the folklore – can signal that it is 
outdated or anchored in the past. Regardless, it is evident that advertisements are more likely to favor music that is 
not connected to a particular geographical region or period of history.  
Language: The case is different when considering language used in songs. In the 44 advertisements containing 
songs (Table 3), music lyrics tended to be more local and tied to the Lebanese geo-linguistic culture (54.6% 
Lebanese dialect of Arabic; 38.6% English; 4.6% formal Arabic; 2.3% French). These numbers provide an 
important indicator of how advertisements address Lebanese viewers. They present a set of questions regarding 
localizing, regionalizing, and globalizing the identity of a product. For instance, ads that use the distinctly local 
Lebanese dialect address the Lebanese viewer with her own language and her own cultural frame of mind.  
The trend is similar when you consider ads with voice-over narration (n=137). The use of language in voice-
overs was predominantly Arabic (59.6% Lebanese dialect; 25.6% formal Arabic; 14.6% English; 2.2% French). 
Interestingly, among the advertisements that featured a voice-over in English or French, none contained subtitles to 
translate to Arabic.  
Furthermore, the data set reveals an affinity for using the local dialect to communicate with audiences not only in 
voice-overs but also when a TVC features dialogue between characters (75% Lebanese dialect; 3.6% formal Arabic; 
21.4% English). Similar to the case with the use of language in voice-overs, all the ads that contained dialogue 
among characters in English or French had no Arabic translation captions, showing that they are aimed at groups 
who know those languages (Table 4).  
This suggests that the ads in question target an exclusive group of viewers. Communicating in a foreign language 
can only be accomplished if the receivers understand that language. Hence, not providing translation speaks to an 
expectation of the audiences’ multi-lingual proficiencies. This speaks to the norms that Lebanese viewers hold; 
particularly, individuals who have incorporated a multitude of languages, tastes, and cultural references into their 
own lifestyles.   
 Language is important not only in the audible text of the advertisement, but also in the visual text, for 
example, on-screen print and pack-shots (Table 5). The 172 ads containing on-screen copy revealed that Arabic was 
the language of preference (30.8% English and Arabic; 25.6% English; 20.9% formal Arabic; 14.5% local dialect; 
4.7% French; 3.5% French and Arabic). Pack-shots, however, featured a majority (72%) of labels in English (Table 
5). Interestingly, in a state where French is considered a second language, the use of the French was minimal (1.8% 
French; 1.8% French and Arabic; 14% combination English and Arabic; 10.5% Arabic) in this category.  
 As the data above indicates, English seems to be preferred more with print slogans and pack-shots, while 
Arabic is slightly more popular with verbal texts. As is the case with on-screen print, pack-shot, and numeral 
languages, advertisers have a preference for the use of English. One may conclude, therefore, that the English 
language serves as an appealing language – more so than French. This trend is an important finding because it 
underscores advertising strategies in positioning products and communicating with target audiences.  
Physical Traits: Unlike the cases that showed preference for foreign languages and cosmopolitan settings, TVCs 
with actors (n=178) were more likely to feature white characters and more likely to have black or brown eye color as 
well as black or brown hair color (94.9% white; 5% tan/darker skin) (Table 6). It was also evident that there is a 
pattern in the choice of characters based on eye and hair color. In comparison, ads featuring main characters (n=154) 
exhibited people with black and brown eyes more frequently than those with blue and green eyes (50.7% brown eye-
color; 35.7% black; 8.4% blue; 5.2% green) (Table 7). Similarly, when looking at the hair color and style of those 
who appeared in the ads 44.9% brown hair; 33.2% black; 11.8% blond; 6.7% white/silver) (Table 8). Incidentally, 
less than 2 percent of women main characters (1 out of 13) analyzed in this category wore a hijab (Table 9).  
These ads reveal that there is an attempt at situating the Lebanese individual in a non-specific Lebanese context. 
For instance, Tables 10 and 11 demonstrate that TVCs with cosmopolitan settings contained more conversations in 
the local Lebanese dialect with characters who were more likely to have identifiably white complexion. Similarly, 
advertisements that contained a cosmopolitan setting and featured actors with a recognizable eye color contained 
more individuals with brown or black eyes than those who had blue or green eyes (Table 12). Similarly, there were 
more actors with brown or black hair appearing in ads cosmopolitan settings, non-Arabic music, non-Arabic lyrics 
or non-Arabic print copy than those TVCs with distinctly blond hair (Table 13).  The contrast between maintaining 
an international feel to these ads while associating the human element to local Lebanese character in advertising 
standards is also evident in the use of music and inter-character dialogue. Table 14 shows that TVCs that featured 
non-Arabic music (n=23) showed preference for dialogue in Lebanese vernacular than other languages.  




The language used in the print copy that appears in these ads shows preference for foreign languages. For 
example, out of 149 ads that contained non-Arabic copy, 95.3 percent featured white characters, while only 3.4 
percent presented individuals with a tanned skin-tone, and 1.3 percent with a dark skin-tone (Table 11). More than 
half of the ads with non-Arabic copy whose characters had identifiable eye-color (n=126) featured brown-eyed 
actors while slightly more than a quarter of these ads had characters with black eyes (Table 12). Almost half of the 
ads containing non-Arabic copy had individuals with brown hair (Table 13).  
 
Discussion 
The above data set portrays a trend in how TVCs in Lebanon imagine Lebanese consumers and their needs. 
Categories such as setting, music, and print language reveal an affinity for cosmopolitan traits when ads situate 
products in a cultural setting. However, when observing how human subjects appear, the analysis reveals an 
inclination for local features. The attributes of the characters on-screen mirror the local individual appearances 
commonly considered Lebanese. This usage poses an interesting symbiotic fusion of cosmopolitan qualities with 
local Lebanese personal attributes. While individuals in these ads may have the hair, eyes, skin tone, and even speak 
the same language as those watching the commercials, generally, the ads have a tendency to generate a foreign or a 
de-localized feel through music, print, and physical setting. This is a very important finding that underscores a 
preference for one cultural flavor over another. It suggests that advertisements strategically utilize the 
local/cosmopolitan continuum in producing a cultural image for their product.  
The use of the local Arabic dialect, versus formal Arabic, in all copy and audible texts presents a layer of 
complexity of identity on two levels. Firstly, the use of language and dialect is a tactic to brand a product with a 
cultural tone. Aside from this cultural tone being colloquial and purely Lebanese, the local dialect places the ad 
within a scope familiar to the Lebanese viewer, in a way that formal Arabic could not. Formal Arabic is understood 
and spoken across the Arab world and many Muslim countries, while the Lebanese vernacular is culturally specific 
and a source of Lebanese pride. Formal Arabic implies a level of “Arabic” authenticity. The formal language binds 
Arabs from various corners of Asia and Africa. The Lebanese dialect, on the other hand, is unique to the Lebanese 
culture.  
The interplay between cosmopolitan elements and local elements in these commercial ads supports the notion of 
hybrid identities (Kraidy, 2002; Straubhaar & Hammond, 1998). Incorporating foreign attributes such as setting and 
music in these commercials does not necessarily mean that these ads seek to create a non-Lebanese message. Had 
“Americanizing” a message been the goal, for example, a given ad would have used an all-American cast and 
reinforcing visual elements. On the contrary, the use of the local dialect seeks to anchor the national identity of the 
ads’ target audiences while giving this identity a makeover, i.e., a Lebanese person transformed or transported to a 
(more desirable) cosmopolitan state. This tactic could be a form of taking the best of two worlds, adapting new 
lifestyles to one’s own attributes, and hence, creating a hybrid Lebanese identity.    
Secondly, formal Arabic is generally reserved for more serious and somber media content such as religious 
programs, ancient Arabic literature, and state television newscasts that are presented in a relatively outdated style 
and format. The local Lebanese dialect attempts to appeal to the cultural pride in Lebanon (S. Assaf, Intermarkets, 
personal communication, February 9, 2009). The use of Lebanese dialect in TVCs is custom-tailored for a specific 
audience. This also implies exclusivity in addressability. The use of Lebanese vernacular aims at distinguishing 
Lebanon from the rest of the Arab world. There are political ramifications that result from this practice.  
Whether these ads choose to ‘localize’ (i.e., employ a local dialect), ‘regionalize’ (i.e., employ formal Arabic), or 
‘globalize’ (i.e., feature songs in English) the identity of their products, language choice is a key lever that situates 
the product in a particular cultural geographic location. It is not the product itself that communicates identity, but 
rather the environment and character in which the product appears. Language, among other factors, is vital to 
communicating a product’s identity. The reliance on English non-human elements caters to audiences who not only 
speak and understand these languages, but also fully understand the cultural meanings embedded in the languages. 
In other words, understanding the language requires a certain cultural capital or global adeptness (Bourdieu, 1984) 
to be able to fully understand the message. 
The pattern of cosmopolitan or foreign cultural undertones to non-human elements versus more Lebanese 
characters is not arbitrary. This is a strategy by which these ads connect their Lebanese viewers to a given product 
through mirroring the viewer. A character who looks and speaks like the target viewer allows the latter to better 
relate to the image on screen. This portrayal is further complicated as it goes beyond the mere appearance of the 
TVC’s target audience. By positioning the Lebanese consumer in ideal environments far from the problematic 
conditions he/she faces at home, the ads appeal to viewers’ anxieties, hopes, and aspirations. At a time when the 
Lebanese society had suffered major blows, these ads present the Lebanese consumer enjoying the benefits of an 
ideal, trouble-free lifestyle associated with the product. Portraying characters representative of Lebanese consumers 
within cosmopolitan settings is an unspoken strategy to position a Lebanese identity in a somewhat utopian image.  




Given the reemergence of civil strife in Lebanon, consumption, emerges as a form of democratic expression 
(Williams, 1980). Advertising frames consumption behaviors as a form of political articulation, including beliefs, 
personal values, lifestyle, and so on. Unable to control or remedy the social challenges that face her/him on a daily 
basis, the Lebanese citizen is now able to use the world of advertising as a space that delivers cues for behavior and 
offers alternatives to the lack of civic engagement. From the variety of products available, a commercial 
advertisement solicits active participation. Purchasing requires making a choice and taking action by electing a 
specific product.  
By associating products with safe and neutral cosmopolitan elements, advertisements offer product consumption 
as a consolation to struggles afflicting the country. That is, the world in which the product and consumer appear is 
far from controversial representations of sectarian and political identities. While Kemper (2011) suggests that 
advertisements present the possibilities for imagining oneself beyond the confines of a national identity, the above 
pattern of hybridizing the Lebanese consumer by infusing cosmopolitan and foreign elements proposes a 
neutralizing process. To stay clear of any polemic representations, there is a need to create a Lebanese cosmopolitan 
character that transcends ideological and religious differences. The above data suggest that advertisements 
performed a culturally-sterile Lebanese identity – an identity free from any problematic portrayals. This identity is 
sterile in that these ads concertedly portray Lebanese characters with no sectarian associations, regional affiliations, 
or ideological blemishes. The end result presented a world in which the measure of identity shifts from domestic 
social differences to a scale along the cosmopolitan global lifestyle.  
These ads, in Straubhaar’s (2000) terms, present a culturally proximate sense not only through relatable 
characters, but also by addressing relevant concerns. Amidst a discourse over the Lebanese identity, citizens are 
caught between a bitter reality of the political and social system in which they live, and their ambitions for living an 
ideal life. Consider also that, according to postcolonial studies, the measure of idealism is the West. The discrepancy 
between the reality and the aspirations results in ambivalence over identity. Endemic to the postcolonial world is a 
prevailing sense of inferiority vis-à-vis the West (Ashcroft, 2011; Bhabha, 1994; Hall, 1997). On an individual level, 
subjects in the postcolonial world feel the need to compensate for their inherent inferiority. Adopting new behaviors 
appears to be a vehicle for overcoming a sense of inferiority. In the context of the Lebanese society, positioning 
products in a cosmopolitan atmosphere offers consumption as a solution to society’s ailments.  
 
Conclusion: 
This project seeks to establish the trends through which television advertising constructs identity. It regards the 
rationale that these messages present for using their featured products beyond the utility that their products offer. 
Amidst compounding social differences in the Lebanese community and the absence of an effective government 
policy to address them, advertising texts have presented a model identity to which consumption is key. With no 
tangible policy in place to correct the course of Lebanese affairs, advertisements offer Lebanese citizens alternative 
ways to adjust to the situation and to redefine themselves even, sadly, if such a redefinition remains along the axes 
of domestic/cosmopolitan or national/international.      
This paper has delved into issues of identity and the role advertising plays in performing it.  The contribution it 
makes to the scholarly discourse on Arab cultures especially as many changes have occurred as a result of the recent 
uprisings. The findings of this study invite an exploration of advertising practices in Arab communities. A 
comparative study on how advertisers construct identity in various Arab societies is imperative.  
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Tables & Frequencies 
 




Local / Traditional 10% 
Exotic 3.3% 
Folkloric (Other than Arabic) 1.4% 




Table 2: Music Genre 
Category Percent 
Non-Arabic Pop 61.5% 
Arabic Fusionii 12.4% 
Classical / Opera 12.4% 
Arabiciii 10% 
Folkloric (Non-Arabic) 3.7% 




Table 3: Language 






Local Dialect Arabic 54.6% 59.6% 75% 
English 38.6% 14.6% 21.4% 
Formal Arabic 4.6% 25.6% 3.6% 
French 2.3% 2.2%  
Arabic & French  0.7%  




Table 4: Foreign Language and Dialogue Subtitles 
Category Percent 
Foreign Dialogue with Subtitles 0% 
Foreign Dialogue with No Subtitles 100% 










English & Arabic 30.8% 14% 
English 25.6% 71.9% 
Arabic 20.9% 10.5% 
Local Dialect Arabic 14.5%  
French 4.7% 1.8% 
French & Arabic 3.5% 1.8% 
 n1 = 172 n2 = 57vii 




Table 6: Skin Tone  
Category Percent 
White  94.9% 
Tan  3.9% 
Dark 1.1% 
n = 178viii  
 
 











Wearing hijab 1.7% 
Shaved 1.1% 
Bald 0.7% 




Table 9: Women w/ Hijab 
Category Percent 
Wearing hijab 8% 
Uncovered hair 92% 






















n = 154ix 














White 94.1% 95% 86.7% 95.3% 
Tan 4.4% 3.6% 6.7% 3.4% 
Dark 1.5% 1.4% 6.7% 1.3% 














Brown 50.4% 51.4% 64% 55.6% 
Black 33.6% 33.8% 32% 32.5% 
Blue 9.2% 9.9% 4% 9.5% 
Green 6.7% 4.9%  2.4% 














Brown  43.8% 46.2% 58% 47.7% 
Black 33.6% 31.2% 22.6% 30.9% 
Blonde 13.1% 12.8% 9.7% 12.8% 
White 5.1% 5.7% 3.2% 5.4% 
Wearing hijab 2.2% 2.1% 6.5% 1.3% 
Shaved/ Bald/ 
Receding 2.2% 2.1% 
 2% 




Table 14: Non-Arabic Music and Character Dialogue 
Category Percent 
Dialect 69.6% 
English  26.1% 
Formal Arabic 4.4% 




i n represents the total number of settings featured in the 175 samples recorded. Out of the 175 samples, those that contained at least one setting 
totaled 155. Those with secondary settings were 44 and those that contained a third setting were 13. 
ii Arabic Fusion is defined in this study as any music that contains elements of traditional Arabic music (quarter-notes, Arabic rhythm, and Arabic 
percussion instruments) fused with foreign music styles(non-Arabic melodies, instruments and rhythms)  
iii Arabic music is any music that contains a combination of quarter-notes, Arabic rhythm, and Arabic percussion instruments.   
iv n represents the number of ads that contained music. For this category, “music” is defined as any melodic theme (song or background music) 
that appears in an ad. 
v n1 represents the number of ads that contained songs with lyrics; n2 represents the number of ads that contained a voice over; n3 represents the 
number of ads that contained conversations. In this category, “dialogue” is defined as any conversation between at least two characters whether 
on- screen or off-screen.  
vi n represents the number of ads that contained a voice over in a non-Arabic language.  
 





vii n1 represents the number of ads that contained on-screen print. On-screen print is defined as any digital print that is added during the post-
production stage of the ad; n2 represents the number of ads that contained a product packshot. Packshot is defined as any conversation between at 
least two characters whether on-screen or off-screen.  
viii n represents the number of main characters with identifiable skin tone. Only 7 TVCs contained a cast of mixed main characters that 
represented at least two of the above skin-tone categories. 
ix n represents the number of ads that contained one or more characters with identifiable eye color. 
x n represents the number of ads that contained one or more characters whose faces were visible. 
xi n represents the number of TVCs with female main characters. 
xii n represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters speaking.   
xiii n1 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters with visible skin color; n2 represents the 
number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as characters with visible skin color; n3 represents the number of ads that contained 
non-Arabic song lyrics as well as characters with identifiable skin color; n4 represents the number of ads that contained any non-Arabic copy (on-
screen print or pack-shot labels) as well as characters with identifiable skin color. 
xiv n1 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters with visible hair; n2 represents the number 
of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as characters with visible eye color; n3 represents the number of ads that contained non-
Arabic song lyrics as well as characters with visible eye color; n4 represents the number of ads that contained any non-Arabic copy (on-screen 
print or pack-shot labels) as well as characters with visible eye color. 
xv n1 represents the number of ads that contained at least one cosmopolitan setting as well as characters with visible faces; n2 represents the 
number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as characters with visible faces; n3 represents the number of ads that contained non-
Arabic song lyrics as well as characters with visible faces; n4 represents the number of ads that contained any non-Arabic copy (on-screen print or 
pack-shot labels) as well as characters with visible faces. 
xvi n represents the number of ads that contained pop or classical music as well as characters speaking.   
 
